THE ELIZABETHANS

Nevertheless the voyages of the Italian, Spanish and
Portuguese navigators completely altered the situation of the
islands of north-western Europe. On the ancient and medieval
maps Britain is at the farthest extremity of the inhabited
world. For the Romans its inhabitants were "ultimi Britanni"
and throughout the Middle Ages they were regarded as
living on the outer edge of Christendom. By the middle of the
sixteenth century the discoveries in the New World had
brought about a great change. The Atlantic was becoming
the great highway of the civilised world instead of the
Mediterranean, and instead of being, as it were, on the rim
of the map of Christendom, England was almost in the centre
of it. The British Isles lay between Spain's rich possessions in
America and the great commercial and industrial centres in
the Netherlands and Germany, and its harbours were per-
haps better suited for the purposes of Atlantic trade than
those of any country in Europe.

Englishmen were not slow to perceive the advantages of
their situation, and their determination to acquire a share in ,
the wealth and wonders of the new discoveries is one of the '
"capital factors in the life of the Elizabethan period. The
voyage of John Cabot, the anglicised Venetian who reached
America with a Bristol ship soon after Columbus, was not
forgotten, but the religious discussions, and the economic
revolution caused by the seizure of Church property, pre-
vented any important English enterprise of discovery from
being undertaken during the first half of the sixteenth cen-
tury. In a remarkable book published in 1527 Robert Thome,
a friend of the Cabots, who had visited Spain, advised
Englishmen to seek a route to the rich lands of Asia by
sailing northward through the arctic seas. "There is no land
unhabitable and no sea unnavigable5> he wrote, and his
proud words might have been taken as a motto for the
English navigators of the coming age. At the end of the reign
of Edward VI the Company of Merchant Adventurers was
formed at Bristol "for the discovery of Regions, Dominions,
Islands and places unknown". The governor of this famous
company was Sebastian Cabot, the son of John Cabot,
who, like his father, had crossed the Atlantic in a Bristol
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